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ABSTRACT 



Based/ on research indicating the eiristence of a 
.generalized ]*ositive stereotype of physically att^i^ac^rive individuals^ 
the present ?J:udy was designed to investigate flue effects of an . 
individual's "attractiveness on attributions abotSt his / 
achievement-related behavior. In the context of an accuracy^^of-person 
perception task^ 162 male and female subjects were shown a photograph 
of either a male or :^male phyfe^ally attractive or unattractive > 
stimdlus person. Subjects were told that the stimulus person had 
either succeeded or failed on an examination^ and were asked to 
attoribijte the stimulus^ person* sV success or failure to four 
a^tributional categories (i.e. ^ task difficulty^ lttc?k^ ability^ apd v 
effort). The results indicated that physical attractiveness affected 
causal attributions^ especially for those who were unattractive. 
"Unattractive individuals w^ere seen as having ^very high ability j|ind 
expending much effort when successf ulv but very low ability and 
effort expended w|ien theyl failed.. This finding was especially 
pronounced for female^ as compared to male subjecprr"A number of such 
sex-related bindings are di^icussed as well as th^ implication of 
these findings for other attribution-type studies. (Author) 
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THE EFFECTS OF ,l*HYSICi^ ATTRACTIVENESS QN -ATTRI^PTrONJ ??°-5a,o 'J" 

— - - - S?i|g25';|5 



0^ OF dAUSAlf'lTY FOR SD.CCESS AND FAILURE* 



if^ " Seyni)ur tJieper, Leonard ^axd', .and Daniel Baar-Tal 'iS|58s 'jt 



tfi , University of Pittsburgh ^ ^ ^SSii.S 

_ ........ — ^^^j.^^.^ 

As Dion/ and ^Jalster^ fl972V^ physical 

attrac tlveiness ±# one of the^ most obvious and accessible per- 

T-'/ ' /J-'.' , . . • r ' ... ^ 

sonal chaiSacfc45Jt^±st Ics . Much research has rec>^ntly been fo^rused 
ort physlc^f^^Mtractlveness (cf. Berscheld & • Wal^tc^r , 1974), and 

% . ^ • • • . • ■ 

It seems/ftO Indicate that an Individual's physical a t tractlve^iess 
Is an i^i^ortar^t social cue evoking expectations about an Indivi- 
dual * s^/personallty and b6rhavlor. / 

In one bl;udy that Investigated hbv7 expectations of others are 



affected by 



a|n Individual's attractiveness, Dion et al. showed sub- 



jects , pic turels of highly attractive and unattractive * Individuals . 
Subjects were/then aske^f"^t^>^va each picture In^ terms of a 

-series of personality' and |if^ success scales,. The re^sults indi- 
cated that atitrac tlve indiyiduals were seen as being friendlier, ^ 
more sensitive, more slntere, and more sociable, than unattractive 
individuals. Moreover, the physically att^ractlve were expected to 
have more prestlgeous occupations, -to* be more happily married, and 
to be more llkejy t'^j^have $uccessful social and p^bf essional lives 
than ''the unattractive. ^ 

A number of recent investigations have also shown that p^ysl- 

V 

cal at trac4:iveness can affect specif Ic '•-expectations about behavior. ^ 
For /examp4.e, Clifford and Walster (1973) demonstrated the Importance 
^ of physical at tract i\^eftess in l^luenc Ing how a student's academic 
patenti^l t$ interpreted. As part of a "study to ostensibly 

. V ^ - " 

*yresented at the^Meetltigs cf the Mlt?ve: tern PsychologijCal 
' Association, Chlc^go^ May 1975. o ; 



determine the usefuln'eaa of student records, fifth grade teachers * 
evaluated a ''student'^ academic file which Included a photograph 
of either an a'ttractlve or* unattractive child. Clifford and 
Witifttgr^a ^fesultig showed that- tea^het^ perceived ^tractive chlldr 
^ r^n as- telfiig more Intelligent , mo* e lllsely ta ^tt^in^ advanced 
education," and« more likely to have parents who are concerned with 
academic achievement than unattractive children. 

One implication of the^e two studies is that physical attrac- 
tiveness affects the type of causal attributions (cf I Kelly. 1971) 
made_about another's behavior. In essence, because the physically 
attractive ate expected to be "better people" (e . g ., possess bet- 
ter personalities), the' causality for their behavior may be seen 
differently than for those who are physically unattractive. &ata 
relevant to this point tfave been obtained in a study by Miller 

(i970b'). who faund that causality for the behavior/of unattractive 

% ■ ' / 

individuals was perceived to be more external th^n for attractive 
in^4?viduals . y 

* * ■ ff/Z 

. truch work has recently been focused o^a^.W^raer standing the types 

• ' / . . > ■ ■ If jj //. 

of attrHjutions .made, when a -person eithe/'irti^fco^^^ or fails on a 

task, and it «eems likely that physica:^||^^ will affect 

interpretations of such behavioral^ oyxM^ks,ti Welner and his col- 

leagues (e.g. Welner.' Frieze. Kulkai^#M> Rest, & Rosen^^um. 

' ' Mfii . ' ■ ■ 

1971) have proposed that individuals, Jilpcate the causes of -success 
and failure on achieveme^troriented t^s^/s to four elements: (a) 
the pers^jn's ability, . (^rT the amou y ' efffa^rt .therfp^rsgn expended, 
(c) the difficulty of the task. aiiAl.#) the amount of luck the 

- /• • * 

person had* / / ' . / \- 

According to Weltfer et at. , tlvise cW«al^ac tor^ dif'^er from 
one another along two dlmenslonffe . / One dimension Is the stability 



of ithe causal elements over time. Accorjiing to this differentiation 
ability^and task difficulty are stable ^becat^se ^hey are cpnst^nt 

' • • • ^ 

for each task, while effort and luck^are highly unstable. A sec-. 
ond dimension differentiates the causal ele ments I n terms of in- 
ytcmallty'/exterBatity/ Seeause ahilit.y and effort originate with- 
111 the person they are internal causes, while tnsk difficulty and 
luck originate-outside the person ifi^ are thus external cause's. 
Thd iVportance of distinguishing bgtwden these catagories is that 
.they imply very different reactions to a person's behavior. 

.In acfditio,n to .considering 'hpw attributions about achievement- 
oriented behavior are affected by an individual's level of physi- 
cal attractiveness,, it is also ^ important t^o consider the interac- 
■ tion of these variables with the ^^er^c elver 's sex and the sex of 
the stimulus person. A Vumber of studies (e. g : , Bar-Tal & frieze, 
1975; Feather, 19^9; Simon & Feather* 1973) have demonstrated that 
males ^nd^, females weight causes dif £'6rerttially .' Women, for ex- 
ample, tend to- rdJy A^re on «xterna3. carses than do men. Ther/ 

have &lso been suggestlVs (e.g., Bar-Tal & Saxe, 1974; Mil^r, 

\ 

1970a) that physical attr Atlvfeness is dif f erentially Icir^ortant 
for how male and female stlratUM^ persons are percel^^d and these 
<^ Investigators, have found strong er^Jj^^lcajU-eftects for female 
stimulus persons than for ma.e stimulus perstftos.' 

Given the evidence that physl^cal attractiveness serves as an 
important social cue, the present study was designed to investi- 
gate how an-mdividual' s level of attractiveness affects attri- 
butions about .his/her behavior. In^additlon, the study w^s de- 
feigned to 5^sess possible interaction.? between the perceiver's 
sejt and the^sex of a stimulus person as they affect attractive- 
' ness-mejdiated attributions. - 



Method 

SttMects • ^ * * » 

Subjects v,ere 162 male and, female undergraduate students at the 
"University o.f Pittsburg)!., ' . , 



Procedard' * . \ . 

Subjects (In groups of about 35). entrlirqd a classroom and were. 



/ 



given q set of experimental materials by % miale experimenter. In-- 
eluded, was a set of Instr.uc tlons which was^also read to *the sub-^ 
J eCts by the experl^roenter . The Instructions Indicated that the 
puxpose of the study was t^o Investigate the process of person per- 
'c^ptlon and that the experlmetit was designed to cdmpkre the person 
perceptloji accuracy of untrained college student<d with that of a 
group of psychology gradu^ate students and faculty. Subjects were 
asked to assume that they .were meeting a person for the first time 



and that the only Information they had ^houf the ^person was that 
contained In their packet of experimental materials. 

When subjects opened their experimental materials, they foifnd 
a ^passppr t-sl2e ^otograph of an Individual and were asked to Indlcat 
their evaluation of that person by completing six Llkert scales. * 
The black and white photographs used were selected from a colle^ge 
yearbook and Lad previouslV been evaluated on the dimension of 
physical at tra'c tiveness by a group of eight judges (from the same 
population as the subjects). Using a protledu^e similar ^bo^ D^on 
et al.*s (1972), two photographs of hi«>h ^and low attractiveness of 
each sex were selected,, from those rated by the judges. 

After evaluating the stimulus person, subjects read a short 
situational d.'^scrip t ion about the person iti th^ photograph. It ^ 
lij^lcated that the individual had either succeedad\br failed an ' 



important exota. Based on' this description; subjects wer^e aske,d° 
to indicate why they thought the stimulus person had succeeded 
or failed by dividing 100 pol-nts between Welner's ^our attribute* 
lonal categories. " 
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Results 



^Analyses of Evaluation Scales ^ 

cv A 2x2k2 analysis of v.arlanee (Sex of subject x Sex of $tlmulu8 
X Attractiveness) was conducted on. each of. the six Llkert scales. 
First, the results of the analyses Indicated that the manipulation 
of attractiveness was si^ccessful apd high at trac tS^ve stimuli were 
perceived adu^ch^(^i02.3^, .001 >^ lla4» ef*€|!W^r attrac- 
tiveness also Indicated that aetractlve Individuals _were perceived 
a& being more popular (F=46.87, £<^.0^1),"'^ as having mo^e prestige 
(F°li. 24 ,. £ <.0D1) , but as less intelligent (F=13 .00 , 001) then 

those who were unattractive. (The m^an ratings for each of the' 
evaluation scales-, by condition, are shown In T^bl'fa 1.) ^ 



Insert Table 1 about here 



An additional attractiveness 'finding was an. Inlteractlon between 
Sex of subject and attractiveness (JF=6 . 81 , £ / . 01) which Indlcateid 
that Female subjects perceived at tractive st limulus persons as leais^ 
trustworthy aud unattractive stimulus persons as most trustworthy. 

\ In addition to the attractiveness effedts, there were also main 
ef f4cts on several scales for tv/o other iaq/tors. A sex of subject 
main effect was . obtained^ on the Intelllgende scale (F-6.46, £<.05) 
Indicating that female subject^ rated che Itimulua person' s intelli-^ 
gencGs significantly higher than did WA/le s/ub j ect s . THere was also a 



6 



Sex-of stimulus main effect on the prestige scale (F-A. 67, p <.05) 
which Indicated that mtfle stimuli were Judged as having more pres- 
tlge than female stimuli. . ^ 

Analyses of ■Causality Ratines . 

^ Analyoea^f variance mmc- conducted on the numb er _o f p o In t s 

that subjects assigned to each of the fou^ causal categories (luck, 
exam difficulty, ability, and motivation). Because the way In 
which points were distributed resulted in a non-noriaal distribution 
all scores were transformed by an arcsin square root procedure 
(U^ner, 1971). „ A 2x2x2x2 analysis of variance (Sex of subject^ 
Sex of stimulus attractiveness x Outcome) was then conducted on 
'transformed s'&ores in each category. (The result's from Ahese 
analyses are summarized in Tab'le 2.) ^ 

. •. 

Insert Table 2 "about here 



The analyses of ^variance yielded a number of significant main 

effects. However, with;one except ion-'-on the Sex of subject 

<j ,y . . . • " ■ 

etor— each'of these Effects was constrained by interactions, 
simple main effect was on the motlvatloiivaxs^es and indicated 



that female subjects ti^hded to place less welBht on motivation . 
than did male subjects (M=.23. 31 vs. M-29.39).^ (Mean ratings for 
kach condition are shown in Table 3.) / ^ . . ' 



Insert Table 3 about here 



Several tv70-w^y Interactions were obtained between Sex of sub- 
ieot and, Outcome on, causality ratings of exam difficulty (p^.Ol) 

. 7 \ ^ V 



apd ability (£ <.01),. The Interaction* Indicated that feaale sub- ^ 
Jects In the failure conditions perceived the exa« aa pore, diffi- 
cult than aubjecta In any of the other condltlona (M-55.91), 

whl ^" feaale aubjecta In the aucceaa cond ltlo na perceived the^-exatf^ 

aa'leaa difficult ^^an other aubjecta <M-lA-05). ^ ahlUty ratlnga 
an Interaction' ahowed that female aubjecta perceived the atlaulua 
peraona aa having the least ability (M-14.54). In the failure con- 
ditions and the most jablllty (M-49.24) in th^ aticceas conditions. 

Several Important Interactions Involving Attractiveness of the 
atlmulus person were also obtained. An Interactld^ -between Sex of 
stimulus "hnd Attractiveness for luck ratings' (£ <.d^^) . was found 
and Indicated that attractive males were per.celved as having 
most luck (M-12.50), while unattractive males were petcelved as 
having the least luck (Mp8;33). ^n addition, there were slgnl-. 
f leant Interactions (Sex of stimulus x Attractiveness) on ratings 
of ekaip difficulty (£ <.05) and ability (£ <,05). These Intei^actlons 
Indicated that ehe exam was perceived as least difficult for attrac- 
tive females (M-27.15) , labile attractive femalea were also judg>d 
as having the highest ability (M-38.13). For^ unattractive female)^, 
^he exam was perceived as more dl^itult (M-36.59) than for any 

other individuals and unattractive females were perceived as having 

, ■ - % 

the least ability (M-28.76). - 

' There 1»ere also three significant Attractiveness by Outcome 
rnteractions on ratings of exam difficulty (£ <»01) , ability 
^£ <.05), end motiyati^n. The interactions "indicated that when 
attractive individuals, were s'ucf'cessful> the exam was perceived as 

least difficult for them (M-13 ^2) , they were Judged as having the 

vs.' ■ • 

most ability (M-47. 93), vand tl))#y were seen as° having the most 



■otlvatlon (M-31.73). However, when unattractive Individuals 
failed, the ,exa« was perceived as more^dlf flcult for the* than 
for other Individuals <M-52.33), they were judged a* having ;the 

laaat ability (M-15.00) au ^y^b'g^t uto tlvaiHtoi»~<M- 24^ .-«T> * 

Three-way Interactions (Sex of^subject X Attractiveness X 
Outcoae) were alflo obtain^ on ratings of exam difficulty ><£ <.01) 
and ability <£ x.QS)." The Interactions Indicated that the pre7 ^ 
vlously* described tendency to evaluate unattractive Individuals 
very highly when they succeed (and very iqw when they fall) Is es- 
pe^plally pronounced for femaLe subjects. 

. Dlscuasion 

The results of the present experiment Indicate, first, that. ^ 
the positive stereotype of the physically attractive (cf. Dion 
et al. , 1972; Miller, 1970a), does not exist under all conditions. 
While subjects clearly Identified the physically attractive Indi- 
viduals as such, they did not uniformly rate the attractive Indi- 
viduals positively. Thus, on scales which assessed^ Intelligence 
and trustworthiness, the unattractive were rated 1|lgher than the 

* 

attractives 

A second set of results from the present study are per^api 
nore significant and Indicate that physical attractiveness can 
serve as an Importai^ antecedent of causal attributions. Subjects^ 
when asked to attribute the reason for a person's success or fa^-l" 
ure, appeared to be Influenced by the individual's physical attrtjc- 
tlveness. The way In which physical attractiveness operates to In- 
fluence these perceptions Is not -at all simple, and our result8"^ln- 
dlcated a number of Interactions between no^ only physical attrac- 
tlveness and task outcome, but also between physical attractiveness 
and both the subject's and stimulus person * s«^ex, 

V ■ ■ - ^ 9 ■■ 



In particular, ou*tco«e aeesa to have a profound effect on the 
va7 In which unattractive atisiuli are perceived. When an unattrac- 
tive person is successful, he or she 4a evaluated as having v«ry 
high ability and notlva^tion and as haying an-easy task; yet., i^en 
t1i*» 9n«ttrf ctiye \«4ivldtt»l' falls, h^ or ahe la evaluated as Ijiev- 
JLng very low ability and motivation. jThese bindings suggest ^hat 
low physical attractiveness may serve as an Inhibitory cause 
(Kelly» 1971) when unattr«^ctlve Individuals are successful^ but 
vben^they fall It may become a facllltatlve cause . That ISp wh©n 
sn unat.,tractlv«e person succeeds, their success is perceived as oc*- 
curing In spite of their, negative characteristicff^ and they are 
rated the highest on swch;, scales as ability. -However, when an un- 
attractive person fails, the hegative peTception of them is' merely 
Reinforced. 

Hot surprisingly, one strong finding obtained In the^^rdsent ^ 
study was 'tha^ males and females were Judged differentl7 on the ^ 
basis of their physical attractiveness. Similar to Bar-Tai and • 
Saxe's (197A) finding that a uniformly positive stereotype does ) 
not exist for attractive males, in the present study attractive- 
males v^ere perceived as having lower ability, and more luck than 
the unattractive. Our assumption is tiiat both of these causal 
ascriptions imply negative evaluations. While the attractiveness 
literature (cf. Berscheid & Walst.er, 1«J74) has not focused on sex 
differences in the attractiveness stereotype, it is certainly' 
•reasonable to assume that such differences exist. Given the ob- 
vious differential. emphasis In pur culturb on male and female > 
beauty. It Is only puzzling that these di-fferences have not ap- 
peared elsewhere and it suggests an import&nt area for further 

♦ * ■» 

rc»#§0ifch. 10 . 
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10 

One'^other ikportaht finding !• £h«t for fea^fle '•ubject* t*e 

. • f. . ■ . 

tendency to percelVe outcome differentially according to the atim- 
ulus peraon'a phyaical attractiveness Is especially pronounced. , 

. ~ 4. . ' cr 

Tor exa aqile;- on abilitr »< S 5«^^^^»^^ *^ a tt ri bute d mor e - _ 
ability to successful nnattirective individuals tiian did sales* but 
.they attributed leaa ability tb an unattractive individual , who 
-failed;' One explanation for this discrepancy bcJtween nales and ^ 
femal^ is that females are-^iociali?f%d in our society to- be more 
condeUk^d /ivi'th aesthetics and they probably weigh attractiveness 
more heavily in making inferences about, other's behavior.' Another 
possible explaijation is that females, because their own attr<ac- 
tlveness Id used by others In evaluating them, are extremelV «cn- 
sltlve to others V physical attractiveness. It would be Interesting, 
In this regard, to* examine the effect of the subject^s own attrac- 
tlveness upon his or her raftings of others. ^ 

In summary^ the present results ,* while casting ^ubt on thd 
unldimenslotial etexeotype of physical attractiveness for both males 
and f emale8,\ also have Implications for research on attrtbiitlonal 
processes. i)f. In fact, physical attractiveness can serve as an 
Important antecedent of attributions, one can expect differences 
In results betwVen studies that have, only presented behavioral de- 
scrlptlons^ and i^tudles that Involve high and low levels of Inter- 
action. 
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t, Footnotes . - . 
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• * . ~ • ^ ' \ • 

1. Degrees of freedom are 1/154 fOT all tests bn the evaluatiojnr . 

• ' ' . " ■ • 

scales. ' ' - ^ 

*■ , ... 

2. All meatis* r*eported are based on th^e actual ^ untransformed scores* 
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Table 2 
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ifalysea of Varlaiic^je Points Assigned to AttrlbUtional CategoTrles 



F Values 



Source of. Variance 



Exam 



.df I Luck Difficulty ; Ability Motivation 



SpL /of Sub j ect (A) 1 ,1|6 .07 

of stimulus Pferson (B) ^ 1,1A6 .Q7 
[rel of Attractiveness (C) 1,146 .60 



I: 



Mtcome (D) 


» 1-,1A6 . 


2.81- 


'a X B 


' 1.14^ 


.02 


A X C i 


1,146 


. .02 


Ax D 


1,U6 


,03 


B X C 


1,146 


4.38* 


B X D x/ . ' 


1,146 


\oo 


' c if«tf' . ,< y ■ 


\.146 


3.07 


A X B X C . 


1,146 


2.43 


A X B X D 


1,146 


3.07 , 


A X C X D 
. B X C X D 


. 1,146 
■ 1,146 


.17 
.01 


i - ' 

A X B X C X D 


, 1,146 


.14 



Si^ bef pre analyses. 



Note. — Point-s were ,tifansf orraed by an ari'sin square root procedure 




- #*£ < . 001 
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